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STUDENTS GAIN SKILLS, INSIGHT IN INNOVATIVE PROGRAM 
MISSOULA-
Northern Cheyenne tribal member Eryn Beckman wanted to make sure she got off on 
the right foot in her first year at The University of Montana. A unique program designed 
especially for American Indian and other minority students allowed her to do just that.
Beckman, a UM freshman from Colstrip, was a participant in the Health Careers 
Opportunity Program held this summer on the Missoula campus. The program helps prepare 
students for the rigorous academic challenges that lie ahead of them in a health-related field of 
study.
“It sounded like a great opportunity to get a good start on college life, meet new people 
and get a better idea of what I want to do with my life,” said Beckman, who is aiming for a 
career as a dietitian.
The program ultimately aims to increase the number of practicing minority health care 
professionals. To that end, it combines tough academic study with culturally relevant activities 
and a holistic approach to meeting students’ needs.
Single father David Velasquez attended this year’s HCOP after beginning study toward
-more-
a doctor of pharmacy degree at UM last year. Originally from California, he has worked at a 
Missoula hospital for 11 years, which played a role in his decision to become a health care 
professional. He also wants to set an example for his two children, 10 and 13.
“At the least I can say, ‘If Dad can do it, then you can too,’” Velasquez said.
Velasquez said the academic challenge of HCOP was a rude awakening, but the 
experience was invaluable.
“HCOP is a whirlwind of activity and classes,” he said. “It is definitely beneficial to 
the seriously applied student. It offers a view of the future of your college career. It can help 
you choose your major and open your eyes to the options within your field.”
After being split into two instructional levels, participants spend six to eight hours a 
day studying tough subjects like chemistry, mathematics and physics. The goal of the first level 
is to prepare high school seniors and college freshmen for classes they’ll take in a pre­
professional health program. Level two students participate in a career-tailored curriculum 
designed for pharmacy and physical therapy students.
“The best result of HCOP for me was the chance for some networking within my major,” 
Velasquez said. “I have also made a lot of contacts with students from the program and it makes 
for a friendlier campus.”
The curriculum focuses on Montana Indians, although students from all recognized 
minorities are encouraged to apply. This year’s HCOP participants ranged in age from 17 to 43 
and came from four states including Montana. Most of the program’s 19 students were Indian, 
but two were African-American, one was Asian and one Hispanic. Although most are enrolled at 




LeNitra Oliver is a junior in the pharmacy program at Florida Agricultural and 
Mechanical University in Tallahassee, Fla. A two-time HCOP participant, Oliver said the 
program was “a great overall experience.”
“I grew as a person in HCOP, and I grew in my knowledge of my course work,” said 
Oliver, an African-American raised in Cheyenne, Wyo. “What I learned during the program 
helped me to grasp concepts in my school-year classes faster and better because I had already 
been exposed to them in HCOP.
“Also, the outside activities, such as making a portfolio and researching and presenting 
a PowerPoint presentation, gave me skills that I can take with me into the world,” she said.
Not all HCOP activities are serious. This summer’s schedule featured a whitewater 
rafting trip, horseback riding, a visit to an international chorale festival and an outing to a 
climbing wall and ropes course.
Samantha Allen, an Assiniboine from Fort Belknap, will never forget some parts of 
her summer in Missoula. “I fell out of the raft when I was whitewater rafting,” she said. “But 
it was exhilarating.”
A freshman studying chemistry at Montana State University, Allen said HCOP’s classes 
and speakers, as well as the friends she made, helped prepare her for the road ahead.
“I believe it helped me to understand some difficult subjects and get my mind ready for 
college,” she said. “I want to become a pharmacist someday so I can go back to my 
reservation and help my people.”
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